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Abstract
Thru-hiking is where an individual hikes a long distance, end-to-end trail for an
extended period of time. While the mental health benefits of hiking and being in nature
is well known in current literature, there has been little focus on how the thru-hiker
experiences contributes to overall wellness after a person completes their hike. This
study investigates how thru-hiker experiences can have a lasting impact on how hikers
handle future adversities. This case specifically looks at how thru-hikers have handled
the COVID-19 pandemic through in-depth interviews with thru-hikers that have
completed the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT) and through blogs written by PCT thru-hikers.
Four major themes were found following the interviews with six PCT thru-hikers.
They include, 1) a sense of community post trail 2) using hiking as a tool for benefiting
mental health 3) comfortability with isolation, and 4) benefiting relationships. Parallels
were found between these themes and the PCT blogs related to mental health. Results
of this study indicate that completing a thru-hike can be beneficial to individuals as they
face future adversities post-hike. Future research should focus on this topic using a
larger sample of thru-hikers.
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Introduction
Statement of the Problem
Thru-hiking for long distances and time periods can profoundly shape individuals’
mentalities. Current research indicates that completing a thru-hike can lead to
transformative outcomes where individuals experience personal growth or new
perspectives (Howard & Goldenberg, 2020). While studies focus on hikers’
transformations throughout their hikes, there is a lack of research that points to how
completing thru-hikes can benefit individuals in future adversities, such as the COVID19 pandemic. In this project, I interview hikers that have completed the Pacific Crest
Trail, or PCT to understand how completing their thru-hikes haves translated to their
lives during the COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, the interview questions focus on
areas related to mental health in order to better understand how thru-hiking can help
individuals during hardships after they have completed their hike.
Understanding thru-hiker mentality during the pandemic provides implications for
mental health benefits after a thru-hike is completed, including alternative ways to
prescribe mental health issues such as anxiety and depression. It points to the role that
nature plays in dealing with mental health. The connection between nature and mental
health is well-documented. Williams (2018) points to how forest healing programs and
ecotherapeutic approaches contribute to individuals’ mental wellness, and how a
connection to nature is important to our cognition, even in small doses. Additional
studies focus on how nature heals (Damon & Sturges, 2021) and long-term
management of depression and anxiety (Maund et al., 2019).

4

This case study on thru-hiker experiences during the pandemic will add to the
understanding of nature’s role on mental health and point to the mental health benefits
thru-hiking can have on individuals during the COVID-19 pandemic. There are three
major thru-hikes in the United States that include the Pacific Crest Trail, the Continental
Divide, and the Appalachian Trail. Since each trail provides its own unique experience,
this research focuses on thru-hikers that have completed the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT).
The PCT is a 2,650-mile-long trail that spans from the border of Mexico to the Border of
Canada, through California, Oregon, and Washington. This entire trail hike takes
anywhere from four to six months to complete and is often hiked during the warmer
months, starting as early as March. In this project the focus question is, what are the
connections between completing the PCT and benefits to mental health post-hike during
the pandemic?
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Review of Literature
Introduction
The benefits of hiking and being in nature have been well-documented in many
different disciplines. It is useful to examine literature that focuses specifically on thruhiker experiences in nature while hiking in order to make connections to thru-hikers’
experiences post-hike. The literature examined is broken into three main themes:
Challenges and Coping Mechanisms, Transformative Outcomes, and Thru-hiking and
Connections to Well-Being. These themes directly relate to the larger theme of this
research as it examines how thru-hiker experiences on trails translates to their life posthike when faced with future adversities.
Challenges and Coping Mechanisms
While there is almost no current research on how completing a thru-hike can
benefit an individual facing a post-hike adversity, such as the pandemic, several studies
examine the adversities thru-hikers face on the trail and how they cope with these
challenges. Understanding these challenges is important in order to draw parallels
between their experience on trail and how it translates to their life post-hike. Thru-hikers
encounter a variety of challenges during their hike including natural elements such as
weather and fires, challenging terrain, logistical challenges, and injury, physical health
challenges, and human-caused challenges such as crowded trails (Cole & Thomsen,
2021, pp. 59-60). This study also points to coping mechanisms that hikers used to
address these challenges. For example, thru-hikers discuss perseverance, reliance on
hiking partners, changing their hiking strategy, changing gear, and reliance on trail
angels (Cole & Thomsen, 2021, pp. 60-61). Sameer et al., (2020) point to the increased
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levels of anxiety, depression, and stress due to the pandemic lockdowns. They find that
the most common coping strategies during the pandemic include watching television,
social networking, listening to music, and sleeping (Sameer et al., 2020). My research
draws out these connections by examining mental health issues that thru-hikers may be
experiencing and the coping strategies they have implemented.
Transformative Outcomes
Thru-hikes often span for hundreds of miles and take several months to hike. The
process of completing a thru-hike is often described as transformative. Transformative
outcomes can be defined as physiological, psychological, and physical changes that
occur throughout the thru-hike (Fasczewski et al., 2020). Howard and Goldenberg
(2020) conducted 23 interviews with women who completed hiking the Pacific Crest
Trail and found nine themes describing a transformational change. Themes they
identified included feeling empowered, having a positive outlook and perspective,
values and priority shift, impacted social skills and behavior, increased self-awareness,
post-trail depression, improved overall health, more relaxed, and becoming
overwhelmed with cities (Howard & Goldenberg, 2020, p. 233). Identified themes
provide important context to connections between thru-hiking, alternative ways of
handling mental health issues, and how thru-hike completion impacts handling future
adversities such as during the COVID-19 Pandemic.
Research points to how simply taking long walks can lead to transformative
changes in individuals. Saunders et al. (2014) found that long-distance walking can
foster long-lasting positive change in individuals, including finding ways to resolve their
issues in day-to-day life. There are also parallels between thru-hikes and pilgrimages
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that illustrate similarities in feeling a sense of renewal. Maddrell (2013) demonstrated
that pilgrims experienced a sense of renewal during their pilgrimage and in addition to
reducing stress and increased endorphins, spirituality also plays an important role in
their transformative process (p. 66). Similarly, (Hitchner et al., 2018) used thru-hiker
blogs in their research and found that many thru-hikers would refer to their hike on the
John Muir Trail as a pilgrimage. This further highlights the parallels between thru-hiking
and pilgrimages by looking at how thru-hikers define their experience on the trail.
Thru-hiking and Connections to Mental Well-Being
While the benefits of being in nature and its impact on mental wellness is welldocumented, long-distance walks in particular are connected to mental wellness. Long
distance walks may be a remedy against mental health issues such as stress,
depression, and anxiety (Mau et al., 2021). Mau et al., (2021) does not focus on thruhiking specifically, but it demonstrates that there is a link between nature, long distance
walks, and mental health. Hiking has also been suggested to health care practitioners to
prescribe to their patients as a low-cost intervention that promotes mental health
benefits (Mitten et al., 2016, p. 3). Evidence shows outdoor activity can be prescribed to
patients in the same way that they would writeup prescription medicine (Mitten et al.,
2016). However, place matters when it comes to the amount of benefits one may get
from hiking outdoors. Holland et al. (2018), explored how outdoor recreation, such as
hiking, can be inhibited or enhanced based on the kind of green space within which an
individual interacts (p. 135). Their findings indicate that a person is more likely to
receive positive mental health benefits from being in wildlands as opposed to an urban
green space. This is an important factor when considering the amount of time that a
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thru-hiker spends in more natural or wild landscapes. The mental health benefits of
hiking are also apparent in religious pilgrimages. There are parallels between religious
pilgrimages and thru-hikes in regards to feeling a sense of transformation or renewal.
There are also parallels between the two in terms of how they benefit mental health.
Vistad et al., (2020) studied the motivations of people who have completed a religious
pilgrimage in Norway. They find that one of the top motives is the belief that completing
the pilgrimage will have positive effects on mental health. While these studies point to
the connection between thru-hiking and mental health, there is little research that has
been done on the benefits of hiking or being in nature during the COVID-19 pandemic
specifically. One study has found that simply being in a room with a view of green
spaces has a positive effect on their mental health during the pandemic (Soga et al.,
2020). Similarly, hiking and being in nature for long periods of time could have the same
effect. Research shows that depression rates have been rising since the start of the
pandemic in March 2020 (Bueno-Notivol et al., 2021). Understanding how thru-hikers
have handled the pandemic after their hike can provide insight into alternative ways to
deal with mental health issues.
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Methods
An ethnographic approach was used in order to understand how PCT thru-hikers
experienced the COVID-19 pandemic post-hike and the challenges they faced.
Ethnography is an effective way to study people and cultures through an insider point of
view. Traditional ethnography involves spending long periods of time in the community
that is being studied. However, for this research, I adapted ethnographic methods and
used virtual interviews over the course of two months as opposed to using in-person
interviews and spending long periods of time within the group. PCT Thru-hiker blogs
related to mental wellness were used to support the findings from the interviews.
Grounded theory is the overarching methodology of this study as it is fitting for
qualitative research. “Grounded theories are powerful tools that fit empirical situations
and provide “relevant predictions, explanations, interpretations, and applications”
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 1). Grounded theory is a useful framework because it is
modifiability (Holton, 2010). Tentative hypotheses can be formed based on the research
being collected in the interviews and blogs. I used grounded theory to examine data
collected using a case study methodology. A case study method is useful when the
research is focused on a “specific, unique, bounded system” (Stake, 1998, p. 88) This
study focuses specifically on the sub-culture of PCT thru-hikers. The subculture of thruhikers has been defined as having a unified identity between hikers along with norms
and values that differ from the dominant culture (Reiss, 2021).
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Interviews
Five interviews were conducted over Zoom with people who have hiked the PCT.
The PCT was chosen over other trails since each trail provides a unique experience.
Participants were recruited through posting on PCT Facebook groups and were invited
to fill out a recruitment questionnaire to confirm their qualifications for the study. All
participants completed the entire trail, were over the age of 18, and resided in the
United States during the study period. The interviews were semi-structured, and I used
open-ended questions over Zoom. Interview lengths averaged around 20 minutes
between the five interviews.
Interview questions were created beforehand in order to guide the interviews.
Questions focused on motivations and hardships faced during the hike and how this
translated into their life during the pandemic, specifically in regard to mental wellness.
This topic was covered in order to have an understanding of each hiker’s experience
and its connection to mental health. Probing questions were created in case further
details were needed.
Open coding was used in the initial stage of data analysis. This process is useful
for finding emerging concepts that can be grouped into different categories or themes
(Khandkar, n.d.). Data from the interviews were analyzed using Axial coding on
Microsoft Excel. Materials used for the interviews were approved by the Institutional
Review Board at Grand Valley State University before starting the interviewing process.
Each interviewee received an informed consent document before interviews were
conducted. Table 1 shows a brief outline of the questions that were asked.
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Table 1
Main topic to direct the conversation

Probing questions

When did you start the Pacific Crest Trail? When did you know that you wanted to
complete this particular thru-hike? Why
did you want to attempt this hike?
What were the biggest adversities you
faced while on the trail?

What motivated you to keep going?

How did this experience translate to your
life after the hike?

Has it influenced how you handle
problems faced in your day-to-day life?
Financially? Mentally? Physically?

Do you think that completing the Pacific
Crest Trail has influenced how you have
handled the current pandemic?

What are some examples of hardships
you have faced during the pandemic that
you may have addressed differently if you
had not hiked the Pacific Crest Trail?

Do you have any major takeaways or
closing thoughts about how completing
the Pacific Crest Trail has benefited you
during the Pandemic?

Do you think that thru-hiking can reduce
the negative mental health effects of the
pandemic?

Blogs
Ten individual blogs published by PCT hikers on Trek.co were used to support
findings from the interviews. This site was used because it is known as having a good
reputation and for recruiting bloggers that have hiked the entire PCT. All of the blogs
were related to hiking the PCT and mental health. Each blog was coded using the same
methods as the interviews mentioned above and categorized within the four themes.
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Analysis
In-depth interviews were recorded over Zoom and transcribed. Using a grounded
theory approach, I identified different concepts and connected them to larger themes
after reading through the interviews multiple times. Data from the interviews were
analyzed using Axial coding on Microsoft Excel. Four major themes were identified
based on my interpretation of the transcripts. After the themes were identified, axial
coding was used to find relationships between the themes. Selective coding was used
in order to identify an overarching category.
Results
Interviews
Based on the analysis of the interviews, four major themes emerged related to
overall mental wellness post-hike, during the pandemic. The four themes were 1) a
sense of community post trail 2) using hiking as a tool for benefiting mental health 3)
comfortability with isolation, and 4) benefiting relationships. Table 2 shows the
correspondence between the themes and the responses that related to these themes.
Sense of Community Post-Trail
Three participants reported that they experienced a strong sense of community
within the thru-hiking community after completing their thru-hike. Specifically, during the
pandemic, they felt that they had a group of people that they could reach out to for
support and this helped them cope with feelings of anxiety and depression. One
participant responded on how they felt thru-hiking the PCT could reduce the negative
mental health effects of the pandemic. They commented,
There's like a longevity to that kind of experience because it is so pivotal. In a lot
of ways, it feels like this very important touchstone. And it includes you in the
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community in a new way that you can always kind of reach back to if you need
to. And that's really important, right, to have those kinds of
communities.
Another participant stated that,
Us thru-hikers are from all around the world. We were used to connecting virtually
after our hike, even before the pandemic. Having those groups of like-minded
people that I could reach out to was great. Not everyone has that luxury.
These responses suggest that a sense of community post-trail provides benefits that
support overall mental wellness during the pandemic. A third participant said,
I’m a very introverted person, but the trail has provided me with a group of people
that I can go to for support. We’ve all been through the same thing and there is
something very profound about this whole experience.
Similar to other participants, from this individual’s experience, thru-hiking has provided
them with a support system that they may not have had in their life before the trail.
Using Thru-hiking as a Tool for Benefitting Mental Health
Mental health benefits were discussed in all five of the interviews with
participants. One participant discussed their knowledge on the benefits of nature before
the trail but not knowing the extent of these benefits until completing their thru-hike.
They stated,
You know, looking back after seeing quotes and things about hiking, I realized
now what was happening, you know, that's why it feels so good to be out there.
So, I definitely think it could affect people's mental health. 100 percent, oh my
gosh, astronomically.
They further elaborated that they frequently go on hikes since their thru-hike in order to
feel better mentally, especially during the pandemic where being outside has become a
more popular activity. Two participants pointed to how thru-hiking helped improve their
physical health and how that benefited their mental health. In one case, a participant
discussed physical health issues that had negatively impacted their mental health
14

before their hike. When asked how thru-hiking has influenced how they have handled
the pandemic, they responded,
You think going on a very long hike that you would not necessarily feel better
physically. But that was the first time in five years that I just wasn't in pain every
day. Which was incredible, right? To just like, have this break, where I just wasn't
in pain.
They further explained that now that they are back to their regular life and job, they
know they have hiking to make them feel better physically and mentally, especially
during a time of increased isolation and stress from the pandemic.
In one case, a participant referenced hardships they had faced at work. They
recalled the challenges of their hike and used their experience on trail as a tool to better
handle their jobs that have adapted to a virtual landscape during the pandemic. One
person stated,
But the trail also did help in the fact that like, I looked back on how hard things
were physically on the trail. And I know, this is tough mentally. I know I don't want
to like, you know, have this conversation with someone at work. But I remember
how hard that was back then on trail. And you were able to do it and it was great.
So, if you can, like, it sounds so cheesy, but like, if you can do that, you can do
all this other stuff.
Having completed the hike helped some participants persevere through jobs that were
drastically switching to virtual in addition to dealing with stress and anxiety from the
pandemic in general.
Comfortability with Isolation
Two participants expressed that they were more comfortable with isolation
following their thru-hike. While the trail can often be social, interviewees voiced that they
were often alone for long stretches. One participant who was typically social and
extroverted described their experience of isolation on the trail as this,
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The concept of being comfortable being alone was so foreign to me. Prior to the
trail, it was a little bit scary. And I would say that I was alone on trail, probably a
month, off and on, you know, different days. But, you know, by the time I got to
that point of being alone, I cherished it.
With the pandemic lockdowns, many people have had to isolate themselves. Hikers
voiced that their isolation on the trail helped them better handle the isolation during the
pandemic. They stated, “I was more comfortable with isolation and knew that I have
experienced that kind of aloneness before.” This theme of comfortability with isolation
also ties in to using hiking as a tool for mental wellness as interviewees asserted that
while they were used to the isolation, they also knew that they could go outside for a
walk or hike to feel better mentally.
Benefiting Relationships
Three of the interviewees mentioned that their thru-hiking experience led to
better relationships with the people in their lives. This theme ties into comfortability with
isolation as one hiker states, “Relationship-wise, like, prior to the pandemic, I would try
to cling on to my relationships. So, it definitely made that aspect of my life different.”
Because they were more comfortable with isolation and had this experience, they saw
improvement in their relationships and improved mental wellness. Another participant
discussed that their hike made them more open-minded and accepting of others. They
commented, “I think before the trail, I was a little bit more like, single minded, where like,
you need to believe this.” They also alluded to how someone’s beliefs did not
necessarily matter to them as much while they were in the trail because they were all
their with the same goal of completing the hike. Having this commonality encouraged
them to find common ground with people before strongly expressing their own beliefs.
This translated to their life during the pandemic as well. They mentioned things like, “I
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was around so many different kinds of people. I felt better equipped to deal with people
who had different beliefs around the pandemic.” In a time where many friends and
family members may be in disagreement over the pandemic, this hiker was able to use
their experience on trail to find common ground with the people in their life.
Table 2
Themes

P1

Sense of
community posttrail

P2

P3

X

Using hiking as
a tool for
benefiting
mental health

X

Comfortability
with isolation

X

Benefitting
relationships

X

X

X

P4

P5

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

Blogs
The blogs used from Trek.co were used to support findings from the interviews. The
most common theme identified was using hiking as a tool for benefiting mental health.
All of the blogs were written by PCT thru-hikers and related to mental wellness.
Experiences from bloggers were similar to the experiences of the interviewees. Some of
the bloggers used their thru-hike to heal mentally or physically. Evidence from the blogs
also points to how being in nature and a sense of community is an important aspect of
the trail during and after a thru-hike. In one example, a blogger writes,
I don’t need to describe how long-distance hiking heals people, because it must
be experienced to fully understand the impacts. What I can help to describe is
the deep emotional connection you will have with nature as well as with the new
community of people you will be in.
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This coincides with some of the interviewees’ experiences where they mention a deep
sense of community that they could rely on during the pandemic. They also state how
hiking can be used as a way to heal the negative mental health effects caused by the
pandemic.
Other bloggers write about their desire or comfortability with isolation during their
hike. One blogger writes, “For some hikers that isolation is part of why they’re out here.
A more pure form of tranquility and reflection, I suppose.” This desire for comfortability
with isolation is similar to the interviewees’ experiences where they claim that their thruhike has made them more comfortable with being alone. In some cases, they even
prefer it based on the calmness and mental clarity they felt on the trail. Some of the
participants pointed to how this isolation has even benefitted their interactions with
others or their relationships. For some of the bloggers, thru-hiking brought out the best
version of themselves. One blogger states, “I seem to be my most genuine self when I
am in nature.” They further elaborate that this can benefit their relationships since hiking
can help them identify who they are and connect with people who are similar. Table 3
shows how each blog corresponded to each of the themes.
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Table 3
Themes

B1

Sense of
community
post-trail

X

Using hiking
as a tool for
benefiting
mental health

X

Comfortability
with isolation

B2

B3

B4

B5

B6

B7

B8

B9 B10
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Benefitting
relationships

X

X

X

X

X

X

Discussion
Results of this study indicate that thru-hiking the PCT can help individuals face
future adversities that impact mental health, specifically the COVID-19 pandemic. In a
time of increased anxiety and depression, individuals have turned to social media,
television, and other indoor activities (Sameer et al., 2020). How one addresses mental
health during the pandemic can be looked at differently when considering each
individual’s experience on the trail and how that has translated into their life during the
pandemic.
My study supports current research that points to the benefits of hiking.
Participants spoke on how they could continue to use hiking as a tool to feel better
during hard times. They recalled the benefits they experienced during their thru-hike
and the positive impact on their overall mental health.
Saunders et al. (2014) studied how long-distance walks can lead to
transformative changes. However, understanding PCT thru-hiker experiences offers a
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new perspective on the benefits hiking can have on an individual, specifically during a
time with increased anxiety and depression rates. It also supports findings that suggest
prescribing patients with outdoor activity can be as effective as medication in some
cases (Mitten et al., 2016, p. 3). The thru-hikers in this research study were able to cope
with the pandemic better because of the experiences they had on trail and being outside
for extended periods of time.
Conclusion
As a case study based on five individuals’ experiences, this study is limited in its
relevance to a larger population. However, it provides a detailed description of individual
experiences that can be useful in understanding thru-hiking and connections to mental
wellness.
Future research could focus on gathering information from a larger population of
thru-hikers. It would be beneficial to look at other adversities thru-hikers face, outside of
the pandemic, and how thru-hiking has benefited them with these adversities. Another
area of research could focus on themes of resilience and include hikers that were not
able to complete their thru-hike. Both the interviews and analysis of blogs in this
research provide evidence on how thru-hiking contributes to overall mental wellness
post-hike. Thru-hikers reevaluated their relationships, developed personal mental health
tools, and developed a sense of community that they could rely on before and after their
hike.
As the PCT continues to become more popular each year, it will be beneficial to
study these thru-hiker experiences as a way to better understand how we address
mental health issues and the benefits that thru-hiking can provide. Thru-hiking is often
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looked at as an extreme undertaking but understanding the benefits will be a useful
contribution to the bigger topic of mental wellness and outdoor activity.
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